ABSTRACT. Threat 
significant number of researches have studied student attitudes toward economics and finance, and the influence of these attitudes on learning and academic performance (e.g., Becker & Walstad, 1987; Phipps & Clark, 1993) . Extant work has largely focused on student perceptions of the academic disciplines themselves. For example, Soper and Walstad's (1983) scale included items to measure attitudes toward studying economics, about economics as a subject, and about attending economics lectures.
Student perceptions of empirical market environments and how these perceptions shape related cognitive and affective development are the less explored areas. Processes by which issues are interpreted in relationship to environments are important factors in understanding individual decision making and organizational effectiveness (Daft & Weick, 1984; Thompson, 1967) . For example, individuals tend to respond differently to environmental contexts depending on whether they perceive threat or opportunity (Dutton & Jackson, 1987) . As such, how college students perceive market environments may influence development of financial knowledge and skills.
In this article, we extend the literature by considering the influence of market perceptions on student learning. In particular, we investigated the relationship between the degree to which students perceive financial markets as threatening and their market understanding and awareness. First, we argued for a threat bias in student perceptions about markets and suggested a negative relationship between feelings of threat and intimidation and market-related cognition. We then tested a series of related hypotheses in an empirical study of over 150 undergraduate business school students at a regional university. We conclude this article by discussing the implications of our findings for both research and practice.
Theory and Hypothesis
Threat constitutes an environmental situation perceived as having negative or harmful consequences (Lazarus, 1966 ). An obvious threat posed by markets relates to potential for financial loss. Among college students, perceptions of threat emanating from financial markets may vary considerably. Coursework (Krishnan, Bathala, Bhattacha, & Ritchey, 1999; Pritchard, Potter, & Saccucci, 2004) and societal cues that portray markets as difficult to successfully navigate (e.g., Lim, 2004 ) may evoke perceptions of threat. Whereas, high levels of confidence in one's decisionmaking ability (Daniel, Hirshliefer, & Subrahmanyam, 1998; Stone, 1994) or optimism that comes from youth, inexperience, or the relatively long invest-ment pay-off time (e.g., Wood & Zaichkowsky, 2004) may cause students to view markets more opportunistically.
Research results suggest that decision makers reflect a threat bias when interpreting issues (Jackson & Dutton, 1988) . This means the individuals appear to be more sensitive to information that suggests presence of a threat than they do to information that suggests presence of an opportunity. Moreover, attributes often employed to distinguish threat from opportunity, such as potential for loss or gain and controllability (Dutton & Jackson, 1987) , tend to reflect opposite ends of a continuum (e.g., an opportunity resembles a negative threat). Given the threat bias tendency and the construct's nature, we focused on threat and its relationship to college students' understanding of financial markets.
Threatening situations often induce psychological responses of fear, stress, and anxiety (Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981; Unger, Evans, Rourke, & Levis, 2003) . How these psychological responses manifest in behavior may depend on the perceived certainty and controllability of the threat (Chattopadhyay, Glick, & Huber, 2001) . Threats perceived as certain and controllable might motivate behavior to face the threat head on (Ocasio, 1995) . Individuals in such situations may become risk takers because they have little to lose (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979) . Successful investors might historically fit this profile in the financial market context because they may consider themselves skillful enough to overcome the threat.
Often, however, individuals and groups perceive relatively little control over the negative consequences of threat (Dutton & Jackson, 1987) . In such situations, fear may induce behavior aimed at avoiding the threat (Newhagen, 1998; Unger et al., 2003) . Uncontrollable threats might also foster rigid behavior (Mone, McKinley, & Barker, 1998) , often expressed as information-processing restrictions or centralized control (Staw et al., 1981) . For example, inexperienced participants in the financial markets may be more prone to view a threat as uncontrollable and seek to restrict financial information flow or to avoid markets altogether.
Avoidance and rigidity reactions to threat often coincide with excessive levels of fear and anxiety (Schein, 1985) . One term that reflects well this blend of negative emotion and behavior is intimidation. Researchers have employed intimidation in other research domains to describe states of extreme fear or lack of self-confidence in threatening situations (e.g., Seabrook, 2004; Shields, 1999) . In a financial context, intimidation can be viewed as the negative emotional and behavioral response to market-related threats perceived as uncontrollable.
The extent to which students feel intimidated likely influences their knowledge and understanding of financial markets. Financial market knowledge can be separated into two general categories: (a) theoretical knowledge and (b) practical knowledge. Theoretical knowledge is largely conceptual and is based on a theory often learned in the college classroom. Efficient market theory (Fama, 1970) , capital asset pricing (Sharpe, 1964) , and options theory (Black & Scholes, 1972) are good examples of theoretical knowledge.
Practical knowledge is largely empirical and is based on a working understanding of relevant factors and relationships that shape markets in action. Price levels and trends, and grasp of structural factors influencing market behavior are good examples of practical knowledge. Accounts of successful financiers (e.g., Soros, 1987; Steinhardt, 2001 ) suggest these individuals possess acute understanding of such contextual details. Cognitive processes for developing practical knowledge often shape intuitive decision-making capability (Simon, 1987) . Empirical accounts suggest many financial decisions require such intuitive capability (Schwager, 1989) .
Research results suggest that intimidation may hinder development of market knowledge in college students (Staw et al., 1981) . Staw et al. found that intimidated students might engage in rigid behavior, such as restricting market information flow or ceding control of financial matters to someone else. Intimidated students might also avoid financial markets altogether. Because practical knowledge is commonly obtained through reality-based venues (Chiesi, Spillich, & Voss, 1979; Leonard & Swap, 2005) , practical market knowledge development could be particularly impaired. Intimidated students might be less likely to immerse themselves in empirical contexts necessary to develop practical knowledge. As such, intimidated students might know less about financial markets and be less aware of market conditions than are less intimidated peers. Therefore, we posited that:
H 1 : Intimidation is negatively related to financial market knowledge among college students.
Intimidation could also influence a student's interest in financial markets. Interest can be defined as an experiential state characterized by focused attention on an issue and accompanied by feelings of pleasure and concentration (Krapp & Renninger, 1992) . Interest can be a powerful motivator and a key determinant in intrinsic motivation, selfdetermination, and learning (Steinmetz & Patten, 1967) .
Student interest in financial markets could be impaired by intimidation. Rigid or avoidance behavior manifested in the intimidation response arises from the impression that a threat is uncontrollable (Mone et al., 1998) . A sense of incompetence may arise, as students perceive they are unable to cope with market threats in a proactive manner. Feelings of incompetence reduce interest (Vallerand & Reid, 1984) . Moreover, because interest can be linked to experience (Krapp & Renninger, 1992) , behavior that reduces an intimidated student's exposure to financial markets could stunt interest. It follows that: sections: (a) 4 core management courses required for all business majors, (b) 1 management elective, and (c) 2 finance electives. Overall, 157 students participated in the study.
The demographic profile of the respondents (Table 1 ) reflects the convenience nature of the sample. The sample was weighted toward finance and management majors because we drew students from courses in these disciplines. We categorized about 20% of the sample as "Other." Most of these students were from disciplines outside the college and were taking business classes as electives or to satisfy core curriculum requirements. Most participants were aged 20-25 years. Nearly 4 out of 5 participants were of junior class standing or higher.
Participants completed a questionnaire that captured measures of the key constructs of this study, along with background data for control variables.
We describe these measures in the following section.
Measures

Main Study Variables
Intimidation. Intimidation was measured on a 10-item scale that reflected the construct and its emotional and behavioral implications (e.g., "Financial markets make me feel uneasy."). The items for all scales (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) used in this study and the coefficient alphas where appropriate appear in the Appendix. A coefficient alpha of .93 for the 10-item intimidation scale suggested high interitem reliability.
For each student, we combined responses to the individual items into an average score. Overall mean for the intimidation scale was 2.54, suggesting that the average student did not appear overwhelmingly intimidated by financial markets. Although this is somewhat interesting, our main concern is the hypothesized negative relationship between intimidation and market knowledge. Table 2 shows descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for all variables used in this study.
Interest. Interest was measured using an eight-item scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; e.g., "I have interest in how markets work."). A coefficient alpha of .87 for this scale suggested high interitem reliability. For each student, responses to the individual items were combined into an average score. Overall mean for the interest scale was 4.01, suggesting considerable average level of interest in financial markets among participants.
Financial market knowledge. We employed various measures of financial market knowledge. Scales were developed to capture both theoretical and practical dimensions of financial market knowledge, although practical knowledge measurement was favored. We did so because intimidation is likely to disproportionately affect practical financial market knowledge development. Intimidated students must still attend required classes that might expose them to theoretical market knowledge, but they might shun activities outside of class that would provide them with practical knowledge, such as participating in financial markets on their own. Such practical knowledge is commonly not developed in the classroom (Sherwood, 2004) .
Four scales were developed to measure financial market knowledge. One scale asked respondents to rate familiarity (1 = not familiar at all, 5 = very familiar) to 16 market terms, such as price-toearnings ratio and volatility. Familiarity with terms constitutes a fundamental level of understanding upon which more sophisticated knowledge can be built (Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956 ). Responses to the 16 items were summed to reflect a familiarity score for each individual. Mean response was about 37 out of 80 possible points (46%) and ranged from 16 to 69.
Another scale reflected understanding of market terms. Using a multiplechoice format, respondents matched terms with definitions for 14 items repJanuary/February 2007 133 resenting market terms, such as the Dow Jones Industrial Average and bearish market behavior. We added responses to reflect each individual's definition score. Mean response was 6.1 out of 14 possible correct answers (44%) and ranged from 0 to 11. A third scale reflected understanding of current market context. Grasp of environmental context is an important element of cognition and decision making (Bandura, 1986; Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 1998) . As such, an 18-item scale sought to assess student understanding of contextual factors such as current price levels and trends of various asset classes. We added responses to represent each individual's score of market condition understanding. Mean response was a low 2.7 out of 18 possible correct answers (16%) and ranged from 0-14.
The three knowledge scales were developed with the assistance of a group of five financial industry professionals. These practitioners contributed and edited questions and answers in each section. On the basis of their experience, they confirmed that the items in each section adequately reflected the domain of practical knowledge being measured. The contribution of these professionals helped establish face validity of the knowledge scales.
A final scale captured student selfassessment of market awareness. Similar in style to the intimidation and interest scales noted above, 10 items composed this scale (e.g., "I have a good grasp of financial market conditions."). Similar to the scales mentioned (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), a coefficient alpha of .96 suggested high interitem reliability. For each student, responses to individual items were combined into an average score. Overall mean for the interest scale was 2.60, suggesting a somewhat low level of self-reported market awareness among the students in this study.
To further assess validity of the three perceptual measures developed for this study, factor analysis using principal components analysis and Varimax rotation was conducted on the 28 items linked to the latent factors of intimidation, interest, and market awareness. Table 3 displays the rotated factor solution. Cumulative variance extracted was 73.0%. We deleted all factor loadings below the .412 critical level suggested by Stevens (2002) for a sample size of 157 from the table. The rotated factor solution indicated three factors as anticipated. Items generally loaded strongly on the appropriate factor. Only one item displayed significant cross loading (Aware5). We kept this item to maintain content validity of the market awareness scale. Overall, these findings suggest scales with acceptable validity.
Control Variables
Age. Because market intimidation, interest, and awareness might vary with age, respondents indicated their age on the questionnaire. The average age was 23.3.
Gender. Response to market threat may depend on gender, as suggested by research on risk taking and financial decision making (e.g., Barber & Odean, 2000; Byrnes & Miller, 1999) . Therefore, we controlled for gender of the respondent (0 = male; 1 = female).
Grade level and major. We obtained class standing (1 = freshman; 4 = senior) and major for each respondent. As noted in Table 1 , finance and management majors composed about 46% of the sample.
Grade point average (GPA)
. GPA is often viewed as a measure of innate ability and has been found to be related to performance in some business school contexts (e.g., Wright & Palmer, 1994) . We controlled for each participant's cumulative GPA at the time of the investigation.
Psychological hardiness. Attitudes of commitment, control, and challenge are thought to influence how individuals cope with stressful situations (Maddi, 1999) . Students possessing such hardy attitudes might be less intimidated by financial market threats. To control for this influence, we used a modified, sixitem (e.g., "I find most of my academic work exciting.") version of the psychological hardiness scale developed by Cole, Field, and Harris (2004). The coefficient alpha for this scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) was .90.
Experience. Deep-seated intelligence is often grounded in experience (Leonard & Swap, 2005; Simon, 1987) . Moreover, individuals with more financial experience might perceive market threats as more controllable and thus less intimidating. Because attitudes and perceptions might be shaped by both academic and practical experience, we developed measures for each. Respondents reported the number of collegelevel finance and economics classes they had completed or were in the process of completing. On average, students claimed about 3.5 classes worth of academic financial experience. Respondents also completed a four-item scale meant to reflect the extent of their practical experience with financial markets (e.g., "I've invested money in financial markets before."). The coefficient alpha for this scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) was .72. For each student, we combined responses to the individual items into an average score. Overall mean response was 3.68, suggesting a fair amount of self-reported practical financial experience among the students in our sample.
RESULTS
We conducted a multivariate regression analysis to assess the effect of intimidation on student financial market knowledge. The four regression models in Table 4 (p = .000). Overall, these results provide strong support for the negative relationship between intimidation and market knowledge in H 1 . Variables related to experience were also found significant in the analysis. The relationship between class count and market knowledge was positive and significant across all models. Although this finding suggested the value of classroom experience in developing market knowledge, it may also have reflected the influence of being a finance major. Finance majors averaged twice the number of finance and economics classes of nonfinance majors (6.3 to 3.0). Indeed, a multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA) using the four measures of market knowledge as dependent variables and finance or nonfinance major as a fixed factor independent variable was highly significant, Wilks's Lambda = .794, F(4, 152) = 9.84, p = .000.
The significance of gender was also noteworthy. The beta coefficient for gender was significantly negative in three of the four models in Table 4 , suggesting that female students possessed lower levels of market knowledge than did their male colleagues after we accounted for other variables such as experience, intimidation, and interest. These findings appear to confirm gender-based differences in financial literacy among college students noted elsewhere (e.g., Chen & Volpe, 2002) .
The curious nonperformer in these models was interest. Because interest has historically been tied to motivation and learning (Steinmetz & Patten, 1967) , it was somewhat surprising that interest was not found significantly related to market knowledge in Table 4 . The high correlation between interest and intimidation (R = −.38, p < .001) likely played a role in the apparent nonsignificance of market interest. The influence of shared variance can sometimes be observed by reversing the order of variable entry into the regression model (Stevens, 2002) . Reversing the entry order of interest and intimidation in the models, however, did not materially alter the results.
To further investigate the relationship between intimidation and interest, hierarchical regression analysis was performed using interest as the dependent variable. As shown in Table 5 , three models portray the effect of progressively adding the control variables, the experience variables, and the intimidation and interest variables. A number of variables are found significant in the final model including intimidation (β = −.238, p = .002). Experience and hardiness were found positively related to interest whereas gender was negatively related. The final model was highly significant, F(8, 146) = 8.63, p = .000, with considerable amount of variance explained (R 2 = .284). The significant negative relationship between intimidation and interest observed in this analysis supports H 2 .
DISCUSSION
In this study, we introduced the role of intimidation in shaping college student cognition about financial markets. We found intimidation to be negatively associated with both knowledge of and interest in financial markets, suggesting the unproductive impact of this construct on learning. The primary contribution of this study is the finding of a negative relationship between intimidation and market-related cognitions and attitudes among college students.
In reality, the relationship between market intimidation, interest, and knowledge is probably more dynamic than portrayed in this article. Learning in social settings is often highly iterative (Bandura, 1986) . For example, the negative drag of intimidation on financial market interest and knowledge development may loop back to amplify learning disabilities in future cycles. Future research might incorporate system dynamics methods (e.g., Sterman, 2000) because such approaches are often useful in discovering relationships in process-oriented theories (Pettigrew, 1997) . Moreover, the convenience nature of our undergraduate student sample limits the generalizability of our findings. In addition to a broader within-college sample, crossuniversity sample designs could be considered in future work, as well as the inclusion of graduate students and practitioners.
Ways to quell the negative effects of intimidation on financial market learning are of interest to both research and practice. One approach might involve reducing the level of perceived threat emanating from financial markets because threatening situations can foster feelings of intimidation (Seabrook, 2004) . However, reducing perception of market threat by decreasing a student's sense that markets are a potential source of capital loss may be unwise. Ignorance of risk may lead to overconfi- dence in one's market abilities and, ultimately, to painful economic consequences (Daniel et al., 1998; Stone, 1994) . More leverage may be gained by introducing factors to increase market interest and market exposure. Increasing student interest or exposure could add momentum to the central learning cycle and counter the drag on learning induced by intimidation. Resulting higher levels of market knowledge and skill might counter the intimidation response in future learning cycles. A number of approaches could be incorporated in finance programs to increase student exposure to financial markets. Reading financial periodicals (e.g., Moy, 1995) and, more recently, games and simulations (e.g., Ball & Holt, 1998) and investment clubs (Grinder, Cooper, & Britt, 1999) offer plausible means for providing students with more exposure to market environments. Programs in which novices learn vicariously under the guided pace of model instructors might also prove effective (Manz & Sims, 1981) . Vicarious learning processes are particularly effective for developing deep-seated intelligence when the knowledge to be transferred is largely tacit (Leonard & Swap, 2005 )-such as the complex knowledge necessary to make decisions in many financial contexts. With the wealth of market commentary available on the Internet, it may be possible to expose students to such expertise through online channels. Indeed, exploring the potential of Web-based vicarious learning for developing market awareness among college students is worthy of future research.
In this study, we have demonstrated the negative effects of perceived intimidation on student cognitive development about financial markets. Pedagogical approaches that expose students to market contexts and to financial decision-making processes merit further attention. If effective in developing market awareness and decision-making skill, then such approaches should help counter the negative effects of intimidation on learning. .90 I find most of my academic work exciting. Most days, school is really interesting to me. I really look forward to most things at school. I often wake up eager to get back to my school work. I understand why people get excited about their school courses. I enjoy the challenge of learning new material in my courses.
Classroom and Practical Financial Experience
Classroom financial experience Number of college level economics classes completed or in process of completing. Number of college level finance classes completed or in process of completing.
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